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LOW INCOME HOUSEHOLDS’ NUTRITIONAL ADEQUACY 
AND FOOD SPENDING EFFICIENCY 
Public policy in the United States has resulted in programs 
aimed at improving the availability of food and, hopefully, the nutri- 
tional adequacy of low-income populations. This study examined some 
aspects of the situation with respect to: 
1. How nutritionally "well-off" are the poor? 


2. How efficient are low-income households in their spending 
for food? 


Data from the 1965-66 U.S.D.A. Household Food Consumption Sur- 
vey were used for this study. This is the most recent nationwide survey 
of food consumption and consisted of a national self-weighting sample, 
supplemented by an additional farm sample. The survey used the recall 
list method for obtaining information about food which was consumed by 
households. Not being concerned with seasonality, only the data col- 
lected in the Spring of 1965 were used in this study; this resulted in 
about one-half of the over 15,000 households in the total survey covering 
four seasons being available. The sample was further limited to white 
and black households, excluding the “other" category because of too 
few cases in many instances. Households with missing responses for any 
of the variables were also eliminated. The analysis was based, there- 
fore, on 3,860 U. S. urban households, Spring 1965. 


leor detailed description of the survey and for additional infor- 


mation about the data, see U.S. Department of Agriculture, "Food 
Consumption of Households in the United States," Household Food 
Consumption Reports 1-10, Washington, D. C., 1968. 
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Of these 3,860 households, more thana third (36.6%) reported 


incomes after taxes of less than $5,000 the previous year (1964) . 
Somewhat over 50%were in the $5,000 to $9,999 income range. Only 14% 


had incomes of $10,000 or more. 


Nearly 28% of the households analyzed consisted of two persons 
Three and four person households each represented nearly 18% of the 
total. Single member households and five-member-or-larger households 
each represented about 12% of the total. Somewhat over 80% of the 
sample had female homemakers with a high school education or less. 
Only about 17% had started or completed a college education. 

Slightly more than two-fifths of the sample had female home- 
makers who were between 25 and 44 years of age; about another third 
had homemakers between the ages of 45 and 64 years of age. Slightly 
more than 10% of all households had homemakers who were less than 25 
years of age. 

Nearly 86% of all of the households were headed by a white; 


the other 14% were headed by a black. 


HOW NUTRITIONALLY "WELL-OFF"? 

General nutritional well-being of households was assessed on 
the basis of the number of nutrients which were found in the foods 
reported as consumed to fulfill or exceed two-thirds of the recommended 
dietary allowance for each of nine nutrients. For each household, the 
number of nutrients in which they were deficient were added for the 
nine nutrients for which information was available. Thus, the range 
was from 0 to 9--9 representing the worst situation, 0 representing 


the situation in which all nine nutrients were present in amounts 


which fulfilled or exceeded two-thirds of the RDA. Table 1 shows that 
a smaller percentage of low-income households, compared to the other 
income categories, met all RDA's; this is not surprising, considering 
the income restriction they face. In fact, it might be surprising to 
some that almost three-fourths (73.6%) managed to fulfill the two- 
thirds level of all nine RDA's. Above the $5,000 income level, rela- 
tively few differences can be noted. 

Consumption of individual nutrients can be examined in Table 2 
where the distribution of households is shown according to the percentage 
of RDA's by individual nutrients by income level. Perhaps one of the 
more interesting findings here is that a larger percentage (admittedly, 
a very small difference) of low-income households met or exceeded 100% 
of RDA's for iron and thiamin than was true for the higher income house- 
holds. On the other hand, a rather noticeable difference showed up in 
the case of ascorbic acid where less than four out of five (78.6%) low- 
income households were fulfilling or exceeding 100% of the RDA; whereas, 
90 to 95% of the higher income families reported that level of ascorbic 
acid consumption. 

Thus it would appear overall that the tendency is for a larger 
proportion of low-income households to not fulfill the RDA for the nine 
individual nutrients. However, the differences are not as great as one 
might expect to result from the very great problems which low-income 
households must face in allocating very limited incomes among many com- 


peting uses. 


TABLE 1 
Distribution of U. S. Urban Households by Number of 


Nutrients in Which They Were Deficient, 
By Income Level - Spring, 1965 


Number of 


es Under 5 Sa T0,000- 15,000 and 
eficient $5,000 $9,999 $14,999 over 
Percent Percent Percent Percent 
9 0.5 0.1 0.0 0.6 
8 0.5 0.1 1.0 13 
7 0.9 0.2 0.2 0.0 
6 0.6 0.7 0.2 0.0 
5 0.7 0.9 0.7 0.0 
4 1.9 1.0 1.5 {3 
3 3.2 ‘9 2.2 1.3 
2 5.9 $4 3.0 3.9 
1 12.1 8.8 8.0 7.1 
0 73.7 83.4 83.2 84.5 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 


“Deficient is used here to refer to instances where the daily 
intake of a given nutrient is less than two-thirds the RDA 
for that nutrient. 


TABLE 2 


Percentage of U. S. Urban Households Meeting Specified Levels of 
Recommended Dietary Allowances for Individual Nutrients, 
By Income Level ~- Spring, 1965 


Percent of RDAG Income 
Met By Reported Under $5 ,000- $10 ,000- $15,000 and 
Consumption $5,000 $9,999 $14,999 over 


Percent Percent Percent Percent 
SL ae 
Less than 67% 5.9 BIA 6.5 Bie 
67 to 99% 20.0 19.7 20.5 20.8 
100% or more 74.1 Dee 73.0 76.0 
Total 100.0 100.1" 100.0 100.0 
PROTEIN 
Less than 67% 1.4 0.3 LZ 1.9 
67 to 99% 4.3 1.5 2.5 0.6 
100% or more 94.3 98.2 96.2 97.4 
Total 100.0 100.0 99.9? 99.9? 
Gon 66 UM 
Less than 67% 13,1 8.1 8.7 7.8 
67 to 99% 23.5 23.9 25.2 23.4 
100% or more 63.4 67.9 66.0 68.8 
Total 100.0 99.9° 99,9) 100.0 
IRON 
Less than 67% 4.9 3.9 4.0 5.8 
67 to 99% 14.0 16.0 23.0 15.6 
100% or more Sie 80.0 73.0 78.6 
Total 100.0 99.9> 100.0 100.0 


Less than 67% 10.8 6.8 a6 5.8 
67 to 99% 13.6 14.8 13.7 10.4 
100% or more 75.6 78.4 79.7 83.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 99.9? 100.0 


*Recommended Dietary Allowances are the levels of nutrient intake 
by the Food and Nutrition Board, National Academy of Sciences-- 
National Research Council, Revised 1973. 


bdo not total 100.0 because of rounding error. 


TABLE 2 (Continued) 


Percentage of U. S. Urban Households Meeting Specified Levels of 
Recommended Dietary Allowances for Individual Nutrients, 
By Income Level - Spring, 1965 


Percent of RDA? Income 
Met By Reported Under $5 ,000- $10, 000- $15,000 and 
Consumption $5,000 $9,999 $14,999 over 
Percent Percent Percent Percent 
Tel MOAN 

Less than 67% 9.3 6.5 8.7 8.4 

67 to 99% 21.3 24.3 27.0 26.6 

100% or more 69.4 69.2 64.2 64.9 
Total 100.0 100.0 99.9? 99.9° 

RIBOFLAVIN 

Less than 67% 2.9 1.0 Lf 1.9 

67 to 99% 10.2 8.5 9.0 Pal 

100% or more 86.9 90.5 89.2 90.9 
Total 100.0 100.0 99.9? g9.9° 

Nol ACG DN 

Less than 67% 4.0 pipes Lat Se 

67 to 99% 11.5 11.5 132 9.7 

100% or more 84.5 87.0 86.5 87.0 
Total 100.0 100.0 99.9° 99.9° 

ASCOR EB 1 Et AC ID 

Less than 67% 10 3.8 2.0 1.9 

67 to 99% 10.7 6.3 4.5 See 

100% or more 78.6 89.9 93.5 94.8 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 99.9> 


et 


Recommended Dietary Allowances are the levels of nutrient intake 
by the Food and Nutrition Board, National Academy of Sciences-- 
National Research Council, Revised 1973. 


bdo not total 100.0 because of rounding error. 


HOW EFFICIENT ARE THE POOR IN THEIR FOOD SPENDING? 


One reason low-income households do as well as they do in 
providing nutrients for their members might be that they are rela- 
tively efficient spenders. Obviously, this question is a complex 
one, and we do not pretend to offer a conclusive answer. However, 
Table 3 shows the nutrients which were obtained per dollar of ex- 
penditure on food by urban households by income level in this Spring 
1965 survey. Here, it seems notable that households with less than 
$5,000 income were consistently obtaining more nutrients per dollar 
of food expenditure and more calories per dollar of food expenditure. 
Thus, it would appear that low-income households, because of the 
severe need to stretch their money or for whatever reasons, were 
doing a more efficient job in terms of nutrients obtained per dollar 
than was true for higher income households. This is also in agree- 


ment with earlier regional data.¢ 


SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT IMPLICATIONS 


It would appear that concern for nutritional adequacy needs 
to continue for the segment of our population which is most limited 
with respect to income. Data from this study and other studies con- 
sistently seem to indicate the poor are less well-off nutritionally. 
Findings of this study should not lessen the need to be concerned 
about food programs and educational efforts related to food and nu- 


trition. 


ee 


eSee "Nutrients From a Dollar's Worth of Food, Northeast Region," 


Family Economics Review, June 1968, pp. 3-6. 


TABLE 3 
Nutrients Obtained Per Dollar of Food Expenditures 


U. S. Urban Households, By Income Level 
Spring 19654 


ee ooo 


Income 
Nutrient Unit RR aS od 
Food Energy Cal. 2,765 2,402 2.123 1,852 
Protein g 92 81 73 64 
Fat g 132 117 104 92 
Calcium mg 951 831 773 662 
Iron mg 17 15 13 11 
Vitamin A IU 7,077 5,739 §,015 5,249 
Thiamin mg 1.4 Lie i.e 0.9 
Riboflavin mg o.4 1.8 1.6 1.4 
Niacin mg 22 19 17 15 
Ascorbic Acid mg 86 80 80 76 


@y. S. D. A. Household Food Consumption Survey, Spring 1965. 
This table reflects the Urban portion of the sample and 
includes 3,860 households. 


Findings reported here about the efficiency with which it ap- 
pears low-income families convert food dollars into nutrients could 
be subject to two possibly conflicting interpretations: 
1. Low-income households are already doing well in this 
regard, and therefore the need for educational pro- 
grams to improve their knowledge in this area might 
be questioned. 
2. Because of the income restraints they have, the need 
is so great as to suggest even further improvement in 
their efficiency via educational programs, etc. 
In any event, accusations or hints sometimes heard or implied that the 
poor are wasteful or inept in the market do not seem to be indicated, 
and recognition of their relatively superior performance in conversion 


of dollars into nutrients should be noted. 


